GERMANY   THE   AGGRESSOR
became regent for his demented brother, and sixty-
four when in 1861 he succeeded him as monarch.
Long before he had attained either office he had
spoken of himself as an old man whose life's work
was finished and whose sole remaining function was
to sit aside and watch the performances of his children
and grandchildren.   Yet he was destined to reign as
king and emperor for twenty-seven years, and to
see in that time changes in Germany and Europe
vaster and more momentous than even those that
had occurred in the Napoleonic era.   Nevertheless,
although he was near the very centre of the shifting
scene, in a certain sense he sat aside and merely saw
things happen.    For he was a simple soul, rather
deaf and slightly blind, easily hoodwinked and de-
ceived.   He was a man sincerely pious, domestically
affectionate, straightforward,  truthful, honourable.
Devoid of ideas and policies, he might have been
specially created and ordained by a Prussian Provi-
dence to camouflage and conceal the Machiavellian
wiles and violences of Bismarck.   He was innocently
unaware of what was going on, and what Bismarck
was aiming at.   He did in all good faith what he
was told to do, and he repeated accurately and with
conviction   the   stories   that   Bismarck   conveyed
through his ear-trumpet.    Bismarck, for his part,
was careful to confirm him in his high view- of his
kingship, and to strengthen his belief in the divine
origin of Prussia's * German mission/
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